of meaning. This position, although reasonable in some educational contexts, does not take into account the judgments that people-rightly or wronglymake about writers who create errors. Indeed, even Wall and Hull's aforementioned study found that 11 percent of the teachers' reactions to errors focused not on the readability of the text, but on the teachers' belief that errors indicated a shortcoming with the writer's education (277). Such a concern is understandable when education is a daily concern, but what might account for nonacademics' reactions, such as how business people see errors as evidence of the writer's ethos? I believe most teachers and students would acknowledge that errors can both interfere with comprehension and harm a writer's credibility, but if our students go on to write for various business communities, we need a better understanding of these problems as they are manifested in these contexts.
In particular, we need to understand more completely how a reaction to error Errors must be defined not just as textual features breaking handbook rules but as mental events taking place outside the immediate text.
is, as Joseph Williams has indicated, a matter of interpretation that can vary greatly from reader to reader. If there is substantial agreement among professionals' interpretations, we might know which errors to focus on and why these should be avoided. If interpretations vary widely, there might be little we can do to prepare students-except tell them that each reader has his or her own pet peeves. The present study reveals neither complete accord nor complete chaos in how readers react. Despite a disconcerting amount of disagreement, patterns of agreement can be seen, but only if teachers and students alike keep in mind that errors involve more than perceived flaws in a text. Errors must be defined not just as textual features breaking handbook rules but as mental events taking place outside the immediate text. Defining error as simply a textual matter fails to forefront the "outside" consequences of error, especially the ways in which readers use errors to make judgments about more than the text itself. By considering these types of interpretation, we can in fact locate areas of agreement about which students should be aware if they are to write effectively.
To study this interpretative process at the level of the individual reader and to explore the variety of elements constituting a person's reaction to error, I examined how fourteen business people responded to errors. That is, I focused on a few individuals so that I might investigate a highly individualistic process. But I found that readers' interpretations of error were not so idiosyncratic that there were no similarities at all. Despite frequent variation in some 35 regards, this study revealed recurring elements of interpretation among these readers. Certain types of reactions were common even though these might not occur with the same error or to the same degree. After discussing quantitative results in both aggregate and individual forms, I offer a synthesis of these individual reactions to indicate that, while there are no quantitative formulas for anticipating a reaction to error, there seem to be principal qualities that account for people's negative reactions to errors in business discourse.
Subjects
This research is based on fourteen subjects-an arbitrary number, but one that proved manageable yet large enough to allow me to consider individuals in various businesses. Although part of my research involves a questionnaire, I should emphasize that overall this study is intended to generate variables associated with error response-not to quantify comprehensively the reactions of a population. This study, in other words, does not involve an extensive number of subjects; instead the focus is on a few people whose individual reactions I examined in some depth.
I did not use stratified sampling, despite my first impulse to select subjects with varying ethnic backgrounds. Such sampling would be appropriate for a larger survey, but, given the sample size, I wanted to avoid generating data that might be misconstrued as indicating that certain ethnic groups respond one way, others another way. Determining such correlations would call for a different study with a sample large enough to represent diverse ethnic groups. Subjects for this study come from one ethnic group, white Americans from two regions of the US. Halfway through this study, I accepted a teaching position across the country. Consequentially, seven subjects are from Spokane, Washington, and seven are from Mobile, Alabama (each subject lived most or all of his or her life in these respective locales). As noted later, geographic distribution had little effect on the results despite notable dialect differences between speakers from these two regions. Nonetheless, I believe all results should be interpreted keeping in mind the demographic constraints as well as the need to determine what role--if any-ethnicity, locale, and other individual characteristics play in people's reactions to error.
Using the questionnaire, subjects first indicated the extent to which they were bothered by each error, thereby gauging the error gravity of twenty preselected errors. Each error was set off with boldface so subjects could rank it using a 1-4 scale, with 1 being the least bothersome. This format results in a limitation often found in the related research (e.g., Greenbaum and Taylor; Hairston; Leonard and Gilsdorf; Long). Any questionnaire that focuses respondents' attention on gauging error gravity or on individual sentences known to contain errors can alter readers' natural responses. Certainly, a naturalistic design requiring subjects to locate the errors for themselves could provide useful results, but I chose to boldface errors for two reasons. First, a pilot version of this study indicated respondents needed to understand my focus was not on testing their own proficiency with usage, grammar, or writing. Such apprehension and self-consciousness can produce unnatural results, as well as make respondents less willing to engage in further discourse during follow-up interviews. Boldfacing errors helped subjects understand that my purpose was not to test them, but to understand their viewpoint. Second, the primary goal for using the questionnaire was to provide a tangible mechanism by which I could explore these subjects' reading processes. Barbara Tomlinson describes the misleading information that writers can provide when they attempt to generalize about their writing processes instead of describing recent, specific instances (434-36). Readers, too, can face problems when researchers ask abstract questions about how they react to texts, so I used the questionnaire to focus the interviewees' attention on recent encounters with specific errors. Boldfacing the errors provided a concrete, as well as nonthreatening, means by which the subjects and I could engage in this dialogue.
To create the questionnaire, I revised a business document to produce five versions, with each version containing four examples of one type of error. In case the ordering of the versions might affect responses, I varied the sequence in which subjects responded to the versions. The five types of error are misspellings, fragments, fused sentences, unnecessary quotation marks, and word-ending errors (see Appendix A for a sample of one complete version; see Appendix B for a list of all errors). Given my intent of offering a more complete definition of what it means to be bothered by errors, I did not base my choice of errors on any one criterion, though frequency was especially important. Rather, I wanted subjects to consider a range of error types, so these errors reflect various combinations of frequency, gravity, and form. Although an error can easily involve several aspects of language all the way from phonology to semantics, the definition of an error usually hinges on one particular linguistic feature. The five errors were accordingly selected to reflect different linguistic features. Typically, misspellings are orthographic matters concerning individual letters, while word-ending errors go a bit further by involving morphological omissions or misuses at the end of words. In 39 contrast, fragments and fused sentences involve entire phrases and clausessyntactic matters of creating and combining sentences. Unnecessary quotation marks are again a special category in that they deal most directly with punctuation, rather than words or groups of words per se.
The purpose of including a breadth of error types was not only to represent more fully the spectrum of errors that exist but also to acknowledge the possibility that reactions to error depend on error type. Within each of the five categories, the four examples accordingly reflect additional differences. For example, the misspellings consist of a homophone error ("they're"), two misspellings so glaring they could be typographical ("aboutt" and "metods"), and one misspelling many people might easily produce or overlook ("recomendations").
The subjects typically completed all five versions in six to eight minutes. At this point, I interviewed each business person for some forty-five minutes using a semi-structured format (Merriam 73-74) to elicit reactions to a few standard questions before probing subjects' responses. These interviews form the core of this study and focused on each subject's reactions to errors from the questionnaire, though the conversation would naturally broaden at times. All questions were primarily designed to uncover the reasons why subjects did or did not find the sample errors bothersome. Understanding why a person reacts one way or another is difficult if not impossible to determine absolutely. In particular, interviewees might simply say whatever they believe they are expected to say, so I followed normal interview practices (e.g., Kvale 124-35) to help create a relaxed atmosphere conducive to forthright, honest communication. The tone of the interviews was so relaxed that subjects themselves did not strictly adhere to conventions of formal English, as excerpts presented later reveal. To avoid encouraging subjects to distress over an error more than they would normally, I limited my probing of any particular error to two questions (generally, requests for clarification). Nonetheless, the interview results are artifacts of a discussion and cannot be taken as absolute proof of what goes on in readers' minds. Dialogues with individuals about their reactions offer one means of exploring both the possibilities and probabilities behind the numbers, but any self-reporting has its limits.
After the interviews were transcribed, I first analyzed each transcription for its major themes and later considered how these might be refined and synthesized. 
Questionnaire results
The sample size is too small for statistical comparisons or large-scale generalizations about error gravity based on mean averages. However, it is important to note certain levels of agreement and disagreement found in the questionnaire results, for these shed light on how a mean average can mask individual differences within a population-differences with important ramifications for preparing students to write in the business sector. To illustrate this point, I wish to discuss first the overall averages. As seen in Figure 2 , fragments seem particularly bothersome among business people, as Leonard and Gilsdorf (154), as well as Hairston (797), found. Not surprisingly, unnecessary quotation marks are least bothersome, while fused sentences appear less bothersome than might be expected relative to misspellings and word-ending errors. Nonetheless, all averages fall between the "somewhat bothersome" and "definitely bothersome" reactions.
An inherent problem with such averages is that, in condensing individuals' variation into a single score to represent a population, averages are conducive to a monolithic perspective. A standard deviation can indicate variation, but this single statistic can be difficult to appreciate. By considering individual responses to particular errors, we can better understand the diversity with which readers approach errors, for the raw scores make it clear that two types of substantial variation exist: (1) among different readers' reactions to a specific instance of error, and (2) among one reader's reactions to errors of the same type. the first two errors extending from 1 to 4-a range supporting the argument that error gravity depends on who is reading a text. For example, most subjects gave the homophone error "they're" a "definitely bothersome" ranking, but two deemed it "not bothersome" and three "extremely bothersome." Only one misspelling ("they're") received even a simple majority in terms of the most common score it received. The second form of variation can be seen by focusing on each horizontal row. In Figure 3 , some readers (e.g., Dee and Donna) were fairly consistent, almost categorical, in how they reacted. A misspelling is a misspelling, it would seem. Other readers, such as Eric, apparently evaluated each misspelling individually. He was the most bothered by the two misspellings that appear to be typographical mistakes (he later explained this reaction was not based on whether the misspellings were mere slips but whether they would "sound odd" if read aloud). In such cases, error gravity does not simply depend on who is
reading, but what they are reading. So can we safely say Eric and certain other readers will react to errors based on the particular nature of each error? Indeed, Eric's reactions to fused sentences and unnecessary quotation marks continue to indicate that he considers each error separately rather than categorically, as seen in Figures 4 and 5. Figure 6 , however, shows unusual consistency for Eric: Each word-ending error was extremely bothersome to him. Three other subjects (Susan, Jan, and Ralph) similarly show little variation in their scorings of word-ending errors, despite having mixed reactions to misspellings. Such readers, then, appear to defy generalizations-even when we generalize by claiming that these readers themselves do not generalize and react instead to errors on a case-by-case basis. At the most, we can hedge by assuming these readers usually approach each instance of an error on an individual basis.
To complicate matters, a few readers are much more consistent than Susan, Jan, or Ralph--a finding leading to generalizations requiring less hedging. Figure 7) . True, each fragment received three of the four scores, but it is the only category that never received a "not bothersome" score from anyone-an additional indication that fragments can be the most serious of errors. Perhaps the most notable pattern with fragments, though, is within each individual's responses: Nine subjects gave the same score to each fragment (usually a 2 or 3), and only one subject gave three different scores to fragments (Jean, who continued her pattern of varying her responses within a category). Additionally, the average scores for three of the fragments is the same (3.07), a surprising result considering these averages derive from fourteen individuals whose other scores exhibit consid- Despite a few tendencies that require qualifying, these numbers reveal widespread inconsistencies-from type of error to type of error, from person to person, and even among the responses of an individual person to errors of the same kind. These quantitative results indicate how difficult it is to predict the way a given reader, much less a group of readers, will react to errors, but the interviews point to agreement in other ways-qualitative agreement.
Interview results
The interviews suggest that the inconsistencies and two forms of variation discussed above are likely created by two broad categories of variables: textual and extra-textual features of discourse. Before discussing particulars of the interviews, I wish to summarize this finding, which is important in its own right but also clarifies my focus for the remainder of this article. But the interviews indicate such errors are not the only types leading to negative reactions. The subjects frequently accounted for even the most negative scores not by discussing their confusion as readers, but by commenting on the image the error creates of the writer. Even though the questionnaire consisted of five versions of the same document, making it easier for readers to interpret the meaning of the document, concerns about the writer's image arose so often and emphatically that it clearly seems a determinant of error gravity for these subjects.
The interviews suggest, in fact, that the extent to which errors harm the writer's image is more serious and far-reaching than many students and teachers might realize. At times, the subjects stated in very general terms that errors affect a person's credibility as a writer or employee. More often, though, the subjects noted specific image problems, which I have synthesized into three major categories and eleven subcategories. These interrelated categories focus on extra-textual features of communication, but in varying degrees, mov-
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The interviews suggest .. that the extent to which errors harm the writer's image is more serious and far-reaching than many students and teachers might realize.
ing from the writing skills of one person, to concerns about that person beyond his or her writing skills, to global issues affecting the organization and others. (My order of presenting the three categories reflects this movement; within each category, though, the subcategories are discussed in an order that merely facilitates comparisons and contrasts.) On one level, these categories add yet more inconsistency, for readers discussing the same error often formed different images of the writer. Although I will note a few exceptions, a particular image problem was usually not associated with just one category of error, again suggesting difficulties in predicting responses to error. On another level, however, the following images occurred so frequently throughout the interviews that I believe these categories reveal consequential qualitative similarities among business people's reactions to error, implying similar ways of making meaning through reading errors and through reading much more than we might suspect into these errors. Space limitations prohibit me from exploring these images fully, but I believe the following offers a more complete understanding of what it means for a writer's credibility to be jeopardized by errors.
Category 1: writer as a writer
The first major category is based on the writer's credibility as a writer-not a faced by an employee; several noted how they themselves make mistakes in the rush to accomplish extra work in an environment of fierce competition or stressful downsizing. Despite this compassion, most subjects reacted negatively. That is, a subject might appear both understanding ("I know how rushed people are") and disapproving ("These errors still bother me even though I sympathize"). Indeed, a few subjects indicated that having to rewrite or reread error-filled documents cost them valuable time of their own, making them less likely to be forgiving. While subjects occasionally tempered their negative reactions by acknowledging that errors often result from huge demands on an employee's time, these errors also suggested the writer lacks the ability to handle these incessant demands on business people who must write as part of their job.
1.2: Careless writer
A closely related subcategory is the image of a careless writer, one who is inattentive or neglectful when writing. This image was also one of the most common throughout the interviews. Subjects often used the terms "careless" and "hasty" jointly, but the former was more negative and frequent, in addition to implying the error did not result from a lack of time. Raising his voice and gritting his teeth, John said: "This stuff really bothers me! It's not so much even that you are in a hurry but that you are extremely careless to do these kinds of sentences.' Betty discussed how she refused the services of certain student interns whose errors indicated to her that they would not proofread carefully. Errors eliciting the "careless writer" image clearly bothered subjects, for these mistakes indicated the writer has the ability to avoid errors but did not focus on doing so. Indeed, subjects such as Dee frequently used the harsher terms "lazy" and "sloppy": "I guess it's lazy-all you have to do is click that button to run spell check:'." When making such comments, subjects generally did not assume the employee to be careless in all duties, just in terms of writing or writing one particular document. As will be noted shortly, other comments indicate there are times when errors do suggest more widespread carelessness (see subcategory 2.2). widespread. First, some subjects assumed the writer lacks knowledge about one error or type of error. Lee, for instance, suggested that the person who wrote "they're" instead of "their" is simply unaware of the difference between the two. Other times, interviewees assumed that the writer lacks a larger understanding of usage, spelling, or punctuation. After discussing fused sentences, Susan concluded: "Possibly, the writer just does not understand how to deal with punctuation." Finally, on rare occasions this image of an "unknowing writer" referred to the knowledge of the topic of the document. Jan, for example, said that the sample errors made her question whether the writer understands the material being covered; forJan, the errors indicated that the writer struggled with language for something to say, as a result of not really comprehending the issue under discussion. As a group, the subjects alluded to each source of error-accidents versus insufficient knowledge-at roughly an equal rate, but they did not clearly Daryn, in fact, associated the author of the fused sentences with four problems: "They lacked some basic writing skills or education, and they didn't think very logically, and they didn't proofread it." While I want to avoid "correcting" the subjects' personal reactions, it is highly questionable that the sample fused sentences and fragments represent incomplete thoughts in the context of the document in which they appeared. Possibly, the occasional use of the term "complete thought" was influenced by teachers and traditional handbooks that define a complete sentence as a complete thought, but other language choices suggest subjects perceived, correctly or not, a poor or incomplete reasoning process. Ralph, for example, went on to say that the faulty sentences reminded him of someone struggling to think through an issue: "Most of the time on a rewrite, when you go back and formulate what you are trying to say, you can always put it in a better and more complete thought structure. But this, this was not thought out well.' Still, the use of "complete thought" is one indication that subjects' reactions to error might not be accurate or fair-an observation I will return to later.
2.2: Not a detail person
Similarly, some subjects saw errors as indicative of someone who struggles with details, but this image problem was not limited to syntactic errors. Some subjects assumed that writers who do not notice the accidental errors discussed earlier might overlook other (and often more important) details connected with their job. This concern did not arise frequently, but interviewees involved in banking and investment, despite their different job duties, were especially alarmed when they perceived the writer could not handle details. Daryn, a vice-president with a brokerage firm, said:
There is a lot of written communication that goes out to our clients, and we want it to be as accurate as possible. It's somewhat bothersome because if someone makes an error in writing a word, are they going to make an error in typing a number? In our business, we work with money, and a small error with a digit can make a big difference to a client.
Only one other image problem (subcategory 3.2) is so clearly linked to the particular nature of certain professions. As noted earlier, finance was best represented among the subjects (four bankers and one investment broker). though only the word-ending errors would normally be considered problems in speech (a fact none of the subjects noted). This image problem was the least mentioned of all found in this study, yet a few subjects were concerned that the writer who commits errors in writing might commit many errors in speech as well. Subjects generally did not posit a cause/effect relationship between errors in speech and those in writing; they simply noted the patterns of error would likely be reflected in the writer's speech. A few subjects even assumed the errors hint at more than just problems with usage and grammar in speech. Betty, the human resources administrator, feared that the writer would struggle with the important negotiation and conflict-resolution skills needed in day-to-day discussions.
2.4: Poorly educated person
With the next image problem, subjects cast doubts on the writer's education, usually in terms of writing instruction but sometimes a more general doubt about the writer's overall education. In general, this concern was related to a knowledge problem, primarily in terms of having learned appropriate linguistic forms (see subcategory 1.4). Other times, though, subjects indicated that the educational shortcoming seems to have involved more than merely a failure to acquire knowledge-such as failing to care about one's work in school or not having been taught to proofread carefully.
Whether the "blame" was placed on the writer as a student or on the educational system, the majority of subjects at some point connected errors with the lack of a successful education (for no clear reason, male subjects from Mobile were unlikely to offer or emphasize this image problem). Most subjects, possibly out of concern they might somehow offend me, indicated the problem was with the writer's inability to learn, not ineffectual teaching. Usually, they assumed the writer as a student failed to acquire the knowledge of grammar and the English language that, they believed, would have prevented many errors. A few subjects seemed to blame the educational system, espe-
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Subjects indicated that the educational shortcoming seems to have involved more than merely a failure to acquire knowledge. By understanding the myriad ways in which a writer's ethos can be unnecessarily endangered by errors, many students should be better motivated to avoid mistakes that careful proofreading would prevent.
Some students perceive errors to be minor concerns and teachers who think otherwise to be "picky" (i.e., inconsequential). In some ways, these students are right. As a composition teacher, I might be annoyed or momentarily confused by errors, but if it were not for the vital fact that I could decide to lower the student's grade, the way in which I personally react to errors might not really matter. In the nonacademic workforce, errors can affect people and events in larger ways. Most subjects recounted occasions when errors had detrimental consequences-an indication to me that errors truly bothered them and that their negative responses were authentic. I refer to more than loss of revenue for a company. Errors in some contexts can even be health hazards.
Jean, a health-care administrator, described an incident in which a patient was given twice the normal dosage of a complex medication because of written instructions containing a misplaced modifier and garbled syntax. This situation is not typical, but one implication of this study is that students should beware of basing language choices on the "typical" reaction of readers. Instead, students should understand the diverse ways errors can affect a particular reader in a given situation.
While it is tempting to end on that note, I cannot in good conscience do so. At the risk of complicating the implications of this study, I have two final caveats.
First, we should be uncomfortable with any "easy out" for paying stricter attention to grammar and usage, for this mindset could lead teachers and students alike to obsess over one aspect of writing while giving less attention to other significant concerns. Indeed, practically all subjects commented on the importance of matters such as logic, organization, and conciseness-even though my questions centered on mechanics. Lee summed up his attitude to- Second, we should also be uncomfortable with stressing any aspect of writing based on what might be inaccurate generalizations, which I believe are too much with us already. Despite the work of Shaughnessy and others, some teachers still make erroneous generalizations about students' linguistic aptitude based on dialect-based "errors" that in truth reflect valid grammatical systems, and I do not wish to support these or other unjustifiable judgments made within and outside our profession. Teachers should not ignore one finding of this study: Errors are conducive to a business person's making judgments about the writer's credibility and capabilities. Yet if we as teachers stress error avoidance simply because of this fact, are we giving credence to stereotypes? A few subjects themselves realized their generalizations about, say, a writer's thinking ability might be unfair. Susan, one of the harsher readers, said: "'A lot of my stereotypes about people who make those kinds of errors have proved unfounded." Such subjects were honest enough to qualify their judgments, yet they were still willing to offer more generalizations.
We should, then, help students understand the depth and significance of this all-too-human response to errors. While discussing negative images created by errors, teachers should not sanctify the ways in which people make hasty generalizations about writers' unconventional language choices. In helping students avoid errors, we help them avoid being victims of such generalizations. But in offering this assistance, we should also teach this next generation of professionals that errors in formal writing do not necessarily reflect a person's overall personality, demeanor, or competence.
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Error avoidance, I submit, should have a presence in the composition curriculumbut without overpowering it. 
